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Chapter VI. The Witness of the Life-Stream 



It is natural that we should tend to 
become pragma tists as we grow older. 
We grow tired of argument, and insist 
on judging men and theories by the way 
they work. As young people we are 
insatiably eager for principles that 
could be logically established. We had 
the idea that only intellectual demon- 
stration could be satisfactory as a 
ground for belief, and that philosophy 
alone could give us those sure convic- 
tions on which we might build a life. 
It was by delving among the roots of 
things that we were to satisfy ourselves 
of the truth. But as years go by our 
point of view insensibly yet almost in- 
evitably changes. We have seen so 
much of principles that do not work, and 
of professions that do not count, that 
we find ourselves seeking the test of 
truth, not among the roots of things, 
but among their fruits. A logically im- 
pregnable philosophy of life and its 
issues is a most agreeable possession, 
if one can find it; but a philosophy 
which actually works out into victorious 
living is immeasurably better; and from 
the middle-age point of view it is more 
likely to be true. 

And still more as regards men do we 
judge ruthlessly by net performance. 
Persuasive speech, soaring aspirations, 
humanitarian ideals of purest ray serene, 
the program and promise of disinterested 
reform along many lines, all come to be 



weighed, in the end, in the scales of 
actual yield for human service. Youth- 
ful or ardent reformers may claim that 
we who are older are stubborn or skepti- 
cal or worldly; it seems to us that we 
are merely reasonable. They claim 
that the great principles involved should 
receive our enthusiastic support; we 
feel that the principles should demon- 
strate their soundness by their visible 
contribution to human welfare. By 
their fruits we judge them, even when 
their professions soar to heaven. 

Above all is this true of that supreme 
claim on human life, the call to the dis- 
cipleship of Jesus. There may have 
been a time in our experience when we 
should have settled its validity by argu- 
ment. But the more we see of life, if 
we observe it at close range and sym- 
pathetically, the more are we impressed 
by what we see in it of the living energy 
of the spirit of Jesus, working still for 
human happiness as it used to work in 
Palestine, only a thousand times re- 
inforced and extended. Even when we 
have grown utterly weary of the argu- 
ments and assertions of the theologians, 
the sight of this great river of refreshing 
turns our thought backward to him who 
is its source with a new sense of faith and 
devotion that is beyond all argument 
and that can never leave us so long as 
we remain ourselves. We have come 
to understand the Founder of Christian- 



394 



THE FAITH OF A MIDDLE-AGED MAN 



395 



ity, not so much by what we were taught, 
and not wholly by what we read in the 
Gospels, but by what we see of his life 
reflected in the lives of men and women 
of today. To judge a leader by the 
working out of his claims and teachings 
through many centuries and in alien 
civilizations is a terrific test. Yet it is 
this test that so powerfully reinforces our 
present-day confidence in Jesus Christ. 

It was impossible for the first friends 
of Jesus to estimate the power of his 
personality and teaching as can we, 
just as it was impossible for Bucer or 
Melanchthon to judge, as we of a later 
age can do, of their friend Luther's 
strength and weakness. Centuries 
needed to pass before it could be evi- 
dent how the great reformer's timidity 
in later years crept up upon his early 
boldness, or how the elements of weak- 
ness in his teaching have limited the 
progress of the church that bears his 
name. The faith of Jesus, tested by its 
fitness for a very simple form of society 
among an oriental people, might yield 
a very different result when applied to 
the highly complex society and scientifi- 
cally critical judgment of the Western 
world in the twentieth century. Yet 
the real basis of its worth must be 
found in such universal applicability to 
human need. 

Surely, one who has watched for a 
whole generation the working of the 
gospel of Jesus amid the seething inter- 
ests of our modern life should be able 
to arrive at some clear-cut conviction 
as to whether its present-day efficiency 
bears any satisfying witness to its divine 
origin. His observation, in any case, 
must react profoundly on his earlier 
faith, either to confirm or to destroy. 



To very many of us it would seem that 
there is no escaping the conclusion that 
the divinest activities in the life of today 
are those of Jesus' creation and inspira- 
tion. One is reminded of that noble 
couplet, written of the mighty dead in a 
nation's past: 
They passed, they passed, but cannot pass 

away, 
For England feels them in her blood like 

wine. 

The spirit of Jesus thrills in the noblest 
life-blood of this generation, moving 
it to endeavors worthy of the children 
of God. And though our civilization 
as a whole is still moved by suspicions 
and envies and hatreds, yet the eager 
impulse of hope and love born of God 
is strengthening every year — and its 
strength is rooted and builded up in the 
faith of Jesus Christ. 

But here, straight across the path of 
our argument, lies the world-wide dev- 
astation of the great war — like a vast 
avalanche of misery that Christendom 
has deliberately brought down upon 
itself, at the close of the most prosperous 
and enlightened era of its existence. If 
the spirit of Jesus is living today, and 
even growing in its hold upon the hearts 
of men, how is it that this sum of all 
evils has come upon us ? 

It scarcely needs serious reflection 
to perceive how the aggressive militar- 
ism that gave it birth has reached its 
present deadly power, not under the 
fostering of any sort of Christian teach- 
ing or influence, but in direct hostility 
to it. There is need of plain speaking 
at this point, not in ill-will to any people, 
because the same anti-Christian element 
is present in every one of the great 
nations, but for the sake of the simple 
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truth, which for many persons seems to 
be obscured. 

This particular development has come 
out of an open estrangement from the 
teaching of Jesus. There is no true 
Christianity save that of actual fellow- 
ship of spirit with him who made love, 
mercy, and forgiveness the primary 
conditions of discipleship. And one 
needs only to consider for a moment 
the uncompromising demands of the 
Master, to recognize how essentially 
anti-Christian, rather than un-Christian, 
are the pride and arrogance and love 
of power that grow rank as tropical 
verdure in any class to which the pride 
of war is as the breath of its nostrils. It 
does not matter what race or people it is. 
The bulk of the German nation, for 
all that they are an enthusiastic unit 
in defense of the fatherland in danger, 
are as truly lovers of peace as are we in 
America. And, on the other hand, it 
is only too plainly evident that we of 
the United States have in our midst 
all the elements of a powerful caste who 
would gain their personal fortunes in pro- 
moting international ill-will and paving 
the way for wholesale human slaughter. 

This is not the product of Chris- 
tianity, nor the fruit of the influence of 
Jesus. The same spirit sent him to 
his death, and still today is secretly 
but bitterly hostile to his gospel of self- 
denying brotherhood and love. There 
are as many enemies to the spirit of 
Jesus in Christendom today as there 
were in Palestine of old, and there is 
nothing strange in the fact that they 
should still be strong enough to involve 
all Europe, against its better will and 
conscience, in the miseries of a strife 
that our Lord came to make impossible. 



How unremittingly Jesus laid em- 
phasis on the fact that it is mercy that 
God wants of men — not orthodox con- 
fessional worship, nor participation in 
the sacrament, nor even sacrificial gifts 
to him, but kindness to one another! 
And if we seek for the attestation of 
the living energy of Jesus among men 
today we shall find it on every battlefield 
of the almost endless front, where the 
Red Cross is seeking to undo something 
of the horror of cruelty that the sword 
has just achieved. We shall find it, too, 
in every detention and prison camp, 
where his messengers are striving to 
bring cheer and uplift to the millions 
of the captive. What we have seen of 
war and peace in our short lifetime has 
been enough, not to make us doubt 
the worth of Christianity, but to make 
us draw closer to the Jesus Christ who 
will yet bring war to naught, and to make 
us believe in his spirit and his message 
as the very revelation of God's will for 
men and nations. 

It is not so much against the lurid 
background of war that the present 
influence of Jesus appears. The forces 
that he set in motion, and in which his 
spirit still lives and moves among us, 
are visible in every relation of human life. 
By no means are they always the official 
activities of his church, but their unfail- 
ing touchstone is that they are the direct 
outgrowth of fellowship with him. They 
are very far from being as widespread 
and effective as they ought to be, and 
as they would be were all Christian men 
disciples of Jesus in deed as well as name. 
Yet they serve to illuminate, from a 
thousand different angles, the personal- 
ity of him who went about in Galilee 
doing good, so long ago. We estimate 
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him justly through those in whom his 
spirit has free course today. 

We look with amazement at his trans- 
forming influence upon peoples who are 
the most brutish of human creatures, 
least susceptible to any uplifting forces, 
because of inherited centuries of savagery 
and degradation. Here, e.g., are the 
tribes of West Coast Negroes in the 
hinterland of Old Calabar, well called 
the slum-dwellers among the Negro 
tribes. They were bloodthirsty, cruel, 
superstitious, and indescribably vicious 
and depraved. To them there came, 
not many years ago, the spirit of Christ 
incarnated in a young woman from a 
working home in Dundee, Mary Sles- 
sor — not a woman of genius nor an 
extraordinary person in any way, apart 
from her Christlike character, but one 
who had submitted herself whole- 
heartedly to the direction of the Master. 
She lived and walked among them for 
thirty years, reproducing imperfectly, 
yet as best she could, the ways and words 
of Jesus when he was among men. And 
with what result? The same sort of 
result that so astounded Darwin on the 
island of Tierra del Fuego. Her unfail- 
ing love actually broke down the old 
reign of terror, under which no man's 
life was safe. The unending tribal war- 
fare came to an end. The immemorial 
customs of atrocious cruelty were gradu- 
ally laid aside. And first by ones and 
twos, and later by tens and scores, they 
came to ask that they also might be 
counted as the disciples of him who 
brought joy and peace to men through 
righteousness. 

In all this we are face to face with 
more than the benign but unaided influ- 
ence of one good woman. We have to 



do with a redeeming energy that is 
divinely potent and merciful, that can 
forgive sin and cleanse the soul and re- 
create the affections, making a new 
creature in the face of almost incal- 
culable odds. It is the communicated 
energy of Jesus, after nineteen hundred 
years. As one observes it closely and 
sympathetically, he is led to conclude 
that this transforming and almost 
miraculous energy of grace is not some- 
thing that has filtered down from the 
Nazarene prophet through these many 
generations, but that it is a fresh and 
living force, potent and vital, because 
it is the directly imparted spirit and 
saving power of him who came to seek 
and to save the lost by love, and who 
said that he would be with his disciples 
to the end of time. It is new as today's 
sunlight, because it comes from the heart 
of God, and in its fresh and vivid power 
it is the witness that he is with us still. 

We consider also the marvel — though 
it is a marvel so familiar in its general 
features as to be almost commonplace — 
of the fruitage of Jesus' life in the case 
of Miss Slessor herself. It is unmis- 
takable that Jesus, when on earth, took 
peasant fishermen and, with their con- 
sent and co-operation, made them an 
intellectual and moral force that has 
not ceased until today. His fellowship 
made them great. And the ability 
to impart a divine fire that transmutes 
selfish men into the inspired messengers 
of God has not suffered through the ages. 
Mary Slessor was a drunkard's child. 
At the age of eleven she was forced 
to become the breadwinner of the family. 
At fourteen she was an expert weaver 
in the mills of Dundee. Thousands 
like her, from homes of bitter poverty 
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and wretchedness, have gone the way of 
their environment and succumbed to the 
forces of evil that were too strong for 
them. But he who was a good friend 
to tempted girls in Galilee so long ago 
drew her to himself, and to a way of 
strength and safety that his companion- 
ship alone could have made possible 
for her. By the time she had reached 
young womanhood she was a trusted 
worker among the rough boys and girls 
of the Dundee slums. She longed for a 
life of service among those needier still, 
in the utter darkness of heathenism; 
and at twenty-eight she was sent out to 
the field of Calabar in West Africa. 

She became a pioneer missionary 
among tribes not yet touched by the 
outermost fringe of civilization, whose 
character can be judged from the fact 
that their only imports were guns, 
rum, and chains. There she lived for 
the most part quite alone, always in 
frail health, and often racked with pain 
or helpless from prostrating illness. By 
sheer weight of character she made her- 
self a name honored through all Nigeria, 
by government officials and traders as 
well as by the natives. She was " every- 
body's mother,'' and her name will be 
held in veneration over all that darkened 
region for many years to come. Her 
work has entered into the foundations 
of the Africa that is to be. 

What are we to think of him who— if 
the clearest utterance of her own con- 
sciousness is to be trusted — wrought 
this work of power in and through Mary 
Slessor? We are all painfully familiar 
with the workings of untruth and feeble- 
ness and folly in human lives. We are 
surrounded on every hand by lives that 
are purposeless, apathetic, helpless to 



save themselves, and yet more helpless 
to bring anything of aid to others. That 
is the natural fruit of living by wrong 
principles — the degeneration and im- 
poverishment of life. But here, all 
about us, we see this transcendent 
power of creative and transforming life, 
springing from belief in Jesus Christ 
and daily, conscious association with 
him. It replaces inertness and indiffer- 
ence with moral energy, and brings a 
divine beauty of human character where 
there had been the unloveliness of sullen 
resistance to the good. 

Here, e.g., is a lad in college who is 
going wrong. What with his drinking 
and gambling and evil associations, he 
is living every day in defiance of his 
conscience, and has already grown 
morose and ill-tempered because of the 
inward division against himself. He 
is shirking his work and is in continual 
trouble with his professors. He has 
lost the power of close concentration 
upon any task, and is tormented with 
the knowledge that he is wasting his 
powers, and bringing sorrow to those 
who love him best. Yet partly in 
defiance, and still more in helplessness, 
he goes on his way downward, struggling 
pitifully from time to time to save 
himself before it is too late, but powerless 
to change. 

Such a man is brought vividly face 
to face with the offered help of a living 
Jesus Christ; and after a fierce inward 
strife determines, as he say's, "to give 
Jesus Christ a chance in his life." In 
that new strength he gives himself to 
God for better or for worse. And what 
a resurrection follows! We are not 
talking of religious theory or of any 
strange or rare experience, but of what 
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every observant college man has had the 
chance to see. The evil habits fall 
away! The taste for forbidden things 
is somehow dried up at the source. The 
inward division ceases and the old 
moroseness and ill-humor give place 
to cheerfulness and a new spirit of good 
fellowship. The boy's power of work 
returns, and he finds his college duties 
easy and agreeable where he had thought 
them impossible. He is a man given 
back to society; and to the anxious 
father and mother at home he is a lost 
son restored. And so far as conscious- 
ness can analyze the situation, it is Jesus 
Christ who has done this. His power 
has been vital enough, when appealed 
to, to reach the lad in the crisis of his 
need, to pluck his feet out of the miry 
clay, and to set them on a rock. 

This is what Jesus did once in Caper- 
naum and Jericho. It is what he is 
doing today in every city and town of 
this new world. And what then shall 
we think of him, and of the worth of 
his claims, and of the truth of his gospel ? 
Is he who brings truth and honor to its 
perfect flower only an outworn doctrine 
of men, himself untrue ? As a matter of 
fact we measure his worth and truth 
by the reality of his present power to 
make a broken life worthy and true, 
and by that pragmatic measurement we 
find him infinitely good. Would we 
not cleave to such a Friend of men as 
that ? Would we not trust his guidance 
in things of the spirit, without waiting 
for the final answer to all our doubts ? 

And if there are flaws in the pen-and- 
ink record of his life, there are no flaws 
in the testimony of this work before our 
eyes. It is no fruit of blundering or 
error that brings men accidentally to 



stumble into life abundant. We recog- 
nize it as part of a divine order of mercy 
and truth. And we believe from our 
hearts that he spoke truth when he 
said that he came to bring life to men, 
for here in our own lifetime we see the 
fulfilment of his words. 

The element in our civilization of 
today that cheers us most of all, in 
spite of every appearance to the contrary, 
is the fast-growing spirit of brotherhood, 
that will not allow a conscientious man 
to look coldly or indifferently upon his 
neighbor's welfare. The demand for jus- 
tice first of all, and then for something 
more than justice, in the relations be- 
tween different classes and between capi- 
tal and labor, is a part not only of 
awakening class-consciousness, but of an 
awakening response to the old, old teach- 
ings of Jesus. Millions of men in the past 
have read his story of the Good Samari- 
tan with as honest a purpose to be true 
to his spirit as has any reformer of today; 
yet how incredibly slow were they to 
perceive some of its most obvious 
implications. But in our day the quick- 
ened interest in the personality of Jesus 
has led to a wider and more thoughtful 
study of his social teaching, and his 
spirit has gripped men's hearts and con- 
sciences in such wise that there is a new 
vision among them of what the Kingdom 
of God on earth should be, and a new 
dedication to its service. The moral 
awakening has of course spread far 
beyond the limits of the professed 
followers of Jesus, yet this rebirth of 
hope for society is, at its inmost heart, 
the fruit of a spiritual fellowship with 
this Elder Brother of all men. As men 
and women actually receive and assimi- 
late the life-spirit of Jesus, and turn 
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to him in loyal discipleship, they become 
helpers and saviors of society, because 
they have felt in their own souls the 
power and wonder of self-sacrificing 
love. This is what we have seen in 
our lifetime in thousand-fold repetition, 
until it is as impossible for us to doubt 
it as to doubt the procession of the 
equinoxes. 

Last of all, in this fragmentary survey, 
one must give full weight to the fact that, 
even in this twentieth century, our 
human nature finds in a life of thorough- 
going Christian discipleship its own 
completest satisfaction. In a world 
of order and reason this affords a "tre- 
mendous presumption" that such a 
life is in harmony with an actually exist- 
ing world of reality. If the inspiration 
of Jesus were somehow wearing out 
as a life-principle, if the motives center- 
ing in him were gradually growing pale 
and ineffective, leading men to weariness 
and disappointment as years multiply, 
it would justly raise doubt as to the abid- 
ing power of his spirit. But the oppo- 
site is the fact. It is a characteristic 
of middle age, under ordinary conditions, 
that the enthusiasms of early years 
tend to grow pale and ineffectual, if 
not altogether to die out. The gener- 
ous flame of a natural faith in God and 
man with which we may have started 
out has been dimmed by so many 
shocks of hard experience that more and 
more we tend to protect ourselves from 
disappointment by trusting little and 
expecting less, and our high ideals of 
unselfish devotion are chilled into a 
commonplace acceptance of the present 
sorry scheme of things as more or less 
inevitable. How many there are whose 
once high faith in God's purpose and 



man's possibilities has died down into 
the "practical man's" tolerant indiffer- 
ence toward any urgent or aggressive 
Christian effort, and how many more 
whose lives grow poor and disappointing 
as they feel themselves losing touch 
with the sources of any passionate 
devotion to any cause, however great. 

But it is the inseparable note of any 
genuine and living association with 
Jesus Christ that the springs of enthusi- 
astic motive are kept fresh and living. 
One simply cannot share his spirit 
without being filled with a great purpose 
and a great expectation, that do not 
wear threadbare with the years. Other 
life-motives are conspicuously inade- 
quate. The passion for money, which 
seems to be the prevailing ambition 
in our own land, for all its fascination 
most often leads anywhere but to con- 
tentment and strong peace of soul. 
The search for pleasure tragically soon 
becomes a heartbreaking weariness. 
Even the noblest ends can show no 
fruit of steadily deepening satisfaction 
such as the fellowship of Jesus bears. 
As A. C. Benson has recently said of 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who with his 
great open nature certainly "warmed 
both hands at the fire of life," "from the 
beginning of the world the persistent 
care for outward beauty has brought 
with it weariness and satiety of spirit." 
Could one find anywhere under heaven 
an honest and earnest disciple of Jesus 
to whom the multiplying years of 
endeavor to serve him have brought 
only satiety and weariness? To any- 
one who has known many followers of 
Jesus the anomaly is unthinkable. 
Human experience, with infinite repeti- 
tion and variation, bears witness that 
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he is still a spring of hope and life and 
joy to all who make him the Master 
of their lives. 

All these things we have seen, year 
after year, for many years. Especially 
if fortune has been kind to us in throw- 
ing us with those whose chief interest 
in life is their unselfish devotion to the 
Kingdom of God, our whole horizon 
has been filled with the evidences of a 
redeeming energy, still working in our 
world in myriad ways of beneficence 
and power. This ever- widening. stream 
of the most costly energy in life — the 
energy of love — leads back to Jesus 
Christ. Historically it leads back to 
him through weary centuries of alter- 
nating aspiration and disappointment; 
but experimentally it springs direct 
from him who is now, in our day, the 
revealer of God to men through living 
contact with our souls. 

How then can we, who want the best 
in life, turn doubtfully away from Jesus 
Christ, because we cannot grasp the 
mystery of his infinite service to man- 
kind? How can we do other than 
believe in him, even though our faith 
be so sharply hedged about with limita- 



tions that we fret ourselves against 
problems that we cannot answer? 
Judged by the present-day witness 
to his influence, he is still what he once 
claimed to be, the Friend of sinners 
and the great Minister to needy men. 
We need him, for ourselves and for the 
needy world that misunderstands him, 
beyond all expression. To let him go 
would be not only to lose the order and 
purpose from our lives, but to find 
ourselves abandoned to the harsh vicis- 
situdes of later years, with only mocking 
voices all about us, proclaiming moral 
chaos where we had looked for law and 
love. 

And so we believe in him. Not 
because of church or council or creed, not 
because we have been trained or bidden 
so to do; not even because we long for 
the comfort of such a faith, but because 
we cannot be our truest selves and not 
yield ourselves to his direction. Our 
faith is the fruit of our experience of 
ourselves and God; it is our response 
to the voice of God in our own souls. 
And on it we would build further trust 
in God and in his ways, as our eyes 
may be opened to their truth. 



